Papilloedema describes swelling of the optic papilla (also known as the 'optic nerve head' or 'optic disc') due to raised intracranial pressure. The term was introduced by J. Herbert Parsons 1 in 1908 in an attempt to clarify the distinction between the terms then in use, such as 'choked disc' and 'papillitis'. We would like to point out that 'papilloedema' is a tautological curiosity as a result of an anomaly surrounding the term 'papilla' introduced by William Briggs (1650-1704)-an early pioneer of visual science and ophthalmology who counted Isaac Newton amongst his associates.
Briggs introduced the term 'optic papilla' in his book Ophthalmographia, 2 which was published in 1676. The Latin papilla is a noun meaning 'nipple' (figure 1) and is the diminutive of papula or 'swelling'. Yet, the optic disc is not usually elevated except in high hypermetropia, and indeed in most people there is a physiological cup. So why might Briggs have observed a nipple shaped 'outy' when, in vivo, we almost always see an 'inny'?
We must recall that direct observation of the optic nerve head was not possible in the late seventeenth century (the ophthalmoscope was not invented until 1847) and so Briggs depended on his own anatomical studies. As evident from the illustration by Briggs (figure 2), these suggested the optic nerve head was elevated, leading to the misnomer of the 'optic papilla'. The traditional explanation for Brigg's observation of a nipple-shaped optic nerve head is that it was an artefact of postmortem: we know that when the eye is enucleated close to the globe in a way that crushes the optic nerve, then myelin can be extruded into the disc and retina, which may mimic disc Figure 1 An undisputed papilla (left) and a three-dimensional optical coherence tomogram of a swollen optic papilla secondary to intracranial hypertension (right). swelling 3 ( figure 3 ). We propose an alternate possibility: that Briggs's cadaver was a hanged felon. Briggs's fellow citizens held strong religious belief in the importance of being buried undissected, which limited anatomical research; this had been partially mitigated by Henry VIII, who made legal provision for hanged felons to be dissected. We believe it is entirely possible that Briggs observed disc swelling secondary to hanging (a short drop with slow asphyxiation at this time: the 'humane' standard drop was yet to be invented).
With the advent of the ophthalmoscope, it became clear that the optic papilla was usually cupped in the unhanged living, but the name 'papilla' had stuck. When it was noted that in certain conditions, such as in the case of brain tumours, the papilla was swollen (and thus genuinely nipple-shaped) various terms were introduced including 'choked disc' (a translation of 'stauungspapille' introduced by Albrecht von Graefe in 1860 and favoured by Harvey Cushing) and 'papillitis'; the term papilloedema (ancient Greek οἴδημα 'swelling' but from the verb οἰδέω 'I swell' c.f. Latin tumeo) was popularised by Paton and Holmes 4 who were the first to show the pathological basis of papilloedema in raised intracranial pressure and the tautology ('swelling swelling' combining a Latin noun with a Greek gerund) was complete.
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